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Introduction  

 

In cooperation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), the Wyoming Game and Fish 

Department (Department) Migratory Game Bird Section (MGBS) conducted annual surveys to 

derive population indices for management. The MGBS participated in dove banding and marked 

breeding Sandhill cranes with regional partners.  Flyway membership dues in 2021 helped 

support the Central Flyway pre-season duck banding project in North Dakota.  The MGBS 

remains strongly committed to Central Flyway management efforts, including the development 

and revision of management plans for the various migratory game bird populations and annual 

season setting.  These processes are accomplished through participation on the Flyway Technical 

Committee meetings in winter and late summer. Wyoming sends representatives to both the 

Pacific Flyway and Central Flyway Technical and Council meetings. 

 

Currently, the USFWS Division of Migratory Bird Management (DMBM) establishes migratory 

game bird regulatory frameworks during an annual meeting in September.  Proposed regulations 

are developed for the subsequent year hunting seasons based on data and analyses available at 

that time.  Experience gained through the Adaptive Harvest Management (AHM) process, which 

began in 1995, indicates the most appropriate regulatory package and can be reliably selected a 

year in advance based on current year harvest, breeding population, and wetland condition data.  

The Central and Pacific Flyway Technical Committee and Council meet in August or September 

each year to formalize regulation selection, and the Technical Committee will meet in February 

to address management plans and other technical issues.   

 

The MGBS is involved in the management of all migratory game birds in the Central and Pacific 

Flyway portions of Wyoming. The section also coordinates trumpeter swan management with 

the nongame program and assists with the maintenance of goose hunting pits located on the 

Springer Wildlife Habitat Management Area (WHMA).  

 

During the past year, substantial personnel time was devoted to wetland and habitat management 

projects across the state.  Multiple projects at Department WHMAs are underway or in planning 

stages. Local involvement was maintained in the Intermountain West Joint Venture (IWJV).  The 

Department participated in the Wyoming Bird Habitat Conservation Partnership, which serves 

both the IWJV and Northern Great Plains Joint Venture (NGPJV) in the state.  The IWJV 

administrative boundary encompasses the majority of Wyoming and the NGPJV encompasses 

seven counties in northeast Wyoming. 
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Ducks and Mergansers 

 

Population Surveys 

 

Forecasts of fall duck flights are based on trends in duck breeding populations and water 

conditions on breeding grounds throughout the traditional survey areas in the Northern US and 

Canada. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and associated concerns, the Breeding Waterfowl 

Population and Habitat Survey (BPOP) was not conducted in 2020 and 2021.  

 

A midwinter waterfowl survey is conducted during early January.  The number of ducks present 

in Wyoming is highly influenced by weather conditions and varies substantially from year to 

year.  The mid-winter duck count in the Central Flyway portion of Wyoming was 52% below the 

long-term average in 2021 (Table 1).    

 

2020-2021 Harvest  

 

In the 2020 season, the Department estimated 42,870 ducks were harvested in Wyoming (Tables 

2 and 3). It should be noted that the 2020-2021 state harvest survey experienced issues that may 

have reduced its accuracy and results for all species should be interpreted with caution. Since the 

early 2000s, trends in Wyoming duck harvest have not correlated well with the increasing duck 

population, possibly due to severe drought that prevailed throughout much of that period. 

Waterfowl management areas in Wyoming are depicted in Fig. 1. 

 

Mallards are the most prevalent species harvested in Wyoming (Raftovich et al., 2021).  

American wigeon, blue-winged teal, green-winged teal, and gadwall are also well represented.  

Harvest estimates derived from the USFWSôs Harvest Information Program (HIP) have 

consistently deviated from the Departmentôs estimates.  These data can be found in the report 

ñMigratory bird hunting activity and harvest during the 2019-20 and 2020ï21 hunting seasonsò 

(Raftovich et al., 2021) on the USFWS website. Presently, HIP estimates do not distinguish 

flyway-specific duck harvest in Wyoming.  Historic season dates are summarized in Table 18. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

1. Continue to support and participate in the Flyway system of waterfowl management. 

2. Continue to support objectives of the Adaptive Harvest Management (AHM) program 

and the North American Waterfowl Management Plan. 

3. Work with Department personnel, joint ventures, the Wyoming Bird Habitat 

Conservation Partnership, Ducks Unlimited, and other interests to identify and develop 

wetland habitat projects designed to increase local duck production, hold more birds in 

the spring and fall, and provide additional harvest opportunity.   
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4. Increase public access within key waterfowl harvest areas statewide.  

5. Provide technical consultation to recommend and implement wetland management 

practices that attract and hold additional waterfowl on Commission-owned WHMAs. 

6. Provide biological information when requested and make recommendations to the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service regarding the development and eventual management of refuge 

lands. 

7. Support duck banding efforts in both the Central and Pacific Flyways. 

8. Engage in state and regional research efforts to inform migratory game bird management 

and wetland habitat conservation. 

9. Review and critique federal policies and regulations affecting waterfowl management in 

Wyoming. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Waterfowl management areas in Wyoming. 
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Geese 

Hi -Line Population of Canada Geese 

 

Population Surveys 

 

The range wide count of HLP Canada geese is unavailable for 2021 due to the cancellation of the 

BPOP survey. 

 

State and federal agencies conduct the MWS throughout the US during the first full week in 

January.  The purpose is to estimate the continental population and distribution of wintering 

waterfowl.  Numbers of geese present in Wyoming during the winter period can fluctuate 

markedly from year to year and within a year dependent on seasonal weather and water 

conditions.  The 2021 count was 23% lower than that of 2020, and 42% below the 5-year 

average (Table 4). 

 

2020- 21 Harvest 

 

According to the state harvest survey, during the 2020-21 hunting season, harvest of Hi-Line and 

CFAN geese decreased by 62% from 2019 (Table 5).  Harvest fluctuations from year to year 

tend to be more related to weather influences on goose distribution rather than to actual changes 

in the total population. Historic season dates are summarized in Table 19.  

 

During 2020-21, the standard shooting hours for dark geese were ½ hour before sunrise until 

sunset except within the following areas:  Goshen County north of Wyoming Highway 313 and 

County Road 28; the portion of Platte County west of Interstate Highway 25; and the portion of 

Platte County south of Wyoming Highway 160 (Gray Rocks Road) and Riverview Road (Platte 

County Road 271).  Within these defined areas, the shooting hours were ½ hour before sunrise 

until 1:00 p.m., except when all-day hunting was allowed October 3 through October 14, on all 

Saturdays and Wednesdays from November 14 through December 31, and on all Saturdays, 

Sundays, and Wednesdays from January 1 through the close of the dark goose season.   

 

Rocky Mountain Population of Canada Geese 

 

Population Surveys 

 

Spring population surveys of the Rocky Mountain Population (RMP) of Canada geese are based 

on the spring waterfowl breeding survey, as well as several state surveys. This information was 

not available in 2020 and 2021 due to COVID-19 pandemic caused cancellations.  

 



 

11 

 

 

 

 

In January 2021, 9,705 geese were counted in the Central Flyway portion of the RMP range 

compared to 10,318 geese in 2020 (Table 4).  Again, these counts vary markedly from year to 

year depending on weather conditions.  

   

2020-21 Harvest 

 

Early Season 

 

Regulations governing Wyomingôs early Canada goose season are summarized in Table 19.  

Wyoming does not offer an early Canada goose season in the Central Flyway portion of the RMP 

range.  The justification for a September hunting season is to reduce damage problems by 

moving birds off private irrigated hay meadows and croplands while providing additional 

recreational hunting opportunities.  In 2020, the early season harvest comprised 45% of the total 

goose harvest in the Pacific Flyway (Tables 7 and 8).   

 

Regular Season 

 

Canada goose harvests during the regular waterfowl hunting season are summarized in Tables 5, 

6, and 8.  RMP (Western) Canada geese comprise most of the harvest in the management areas 

that constitute the Central Flyway portion of their range, and almost all geese harvested in the 

Pacific Flyway.  The estimated total regular season harvest of all RMP geese in both flyways 

was 7,389 (Table 5). 

    

Central Flyway Arctic Nesting Canada Geese 
 

Population Surveys 

 

The West-tier CFAN nests on Victoria and Jenny Lind Islands and on the Canadian mainland 

from Queen Maud Gulf west and south to the Mackenzie River and northern Alberta. West-tier 

CFAN geese migrate through Wyoming each fall and spring and a small number winter in 

Wyoming.  The 2021 MWS index across the Central Flyway was 394,068 (Dubovsky, 2021).  

During the 2021 MWS in Wyoming, 3,214 CFAN geese were counted (Table 4).  Since 1999, 

ground surveys have been conducted as an alternative means to classify large and small Canada 

geese present in Carbon, Converse, Goshen, Natrona, and Platte counties in conjunction with the 

MWS.   

Western Central Flyway Population of Light Geese 

 

Population Surveys 
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The Western Central Flyway Population is comprised of over two-thirds lesser snow geese and 

nearly one third Ross' geese.  These geese breed in the central and western Canadian Arctic.  

Large colonies are present at Queen Maude Gulf and Banks Island.   

 

State and federal agencies conduct the mid-winter waterfowl survey during the first two weeks of 

January to estimate continental populations of wintering waterfowl.  In January 2021, 353,681  

light geese were counted throughout the U.S. portion of the Western Central Flyway 

populationôs winter range (Dubovsky, 2021).  Generally, very few light geese are present in 

Wyoming during December and January. 

 

2020-21 Harvest 

 

The most recent light goose hunting regulations are summarized in Table 17.  In 2020, the 

Department implemented the 21st consecutive year of the Light Goose Conservation Order 

(Table 18).  Participants were required to purchase a Conservation Order Special Management 

Permit and complete a survey card provided with the permit.  Use of electronic callers and 

hunting one-half hour after sunset were allowed.  Light goose harvest during the Conservation 

Order is summarized in Table 9.  Regular season harvest is summarized by federal HIP surveys 

(Raftovich, 2021).  Very few light geese are harvested during the regular hunting season.   

Recommendations 

 

1. Continue to maintain liberal hunting seasons and bag limits. 

2. Continue harvest surveys. 

3. Continue the mid-winter waterfowl survey. 

4. Continue ground classifications during the mid-winter waterfowl survey to estimate 

proportions of HLP and CFAN (large and small) Canada geese that are present. 

5. Support management based on a single population of arctic-nesting, white-cheeked geese. 

6. Continue the general, early Canada goose hunt in the Pacific Flyway portion of Wyoming 

to address local damage problems.   

7. Continue to implement the Light Goose Conservation Order in Wyoming. 
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Sandhill Cranes 

Rocky Mountain Population of Sandhill Cranes 

 

Population Surveys 

 

The principal index used to monitor Rocky Mountain Population (RMP) sandhill cranes is 

derived from a multi-state cooperative survey of pre-migration staging areas conducted during 

September. The 2020 count totaled 25,636 cranes (Table 10). Annual production is estimated by 

classifying the proportion of juveniles within the crane population staging in the San Luis 

Valley, Colorado in October.  The recruitment rate during the 2020 survey was 9.7% (Table 10). 

 

September crane surveys conducted on established and experimental survey areas in Wyoming 

are summarized in Table 11.  In 2020, 6,680 cranes were counted in RMP staging areas of 

central and western Wyoming.   

 

In the Pacific Flyway portion of Wyoming, crane counts are conducted in mid-September after 

the crane hunting season has ended.  Informal, late August counts of cranes flying off roosts 

suggest crane numbers may be higher just prior to hunts in the upper Salt River and the Big 

Sandy/Eden Reservoirs.  Therefore, the number of cranes counted during pre-migration staging 
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surveys in the Salt River, Bear River, Uinta, and Farson hunt areas may not be representative of 

cranes actually present at the start of the crane hunt. 

Early hunting seasons are designed to reduce crop depredation by shifting the distribution of 

cranes away from agricultural fields.  The limited harvest has minimal impact on the breeding 

population of cranes in Wyoming, but crane and concurrent early goose hunts in the Pacific 

Flyway portion of Wyoming may account for some changes in distribution (Rod Drewien, pers. 

com., Lockman et al. 1987).   

 

The distribution of staging cranes has expanded in recent years.  An area near Worland was 

added to the Bighorn Basin survey area in 2007.  There is also a substantial influx of cranes, 

presumably from Montana, after surveys are completed in both the Wind River Basin and 

Bighorn Basin.   

 

2020 Harvest 

  

The Pacific and Central Flyway Management Plan for the Rocky Mountain Population of 

Sandhill Cranes allows regulated harvest of cranes when the population index exceeds 15,000 

based on an average of the 3 most recent reliable surveys conducted on the fall pre-migration 

staging areas.  A prescriptive model is used to allocate annual harvest among states.  Wyomingôs 

2020 harvest allocation stayed static at 168 cranes.  The number of permits issued has been 

approximately twice the allowable harvest allocation based on our experience that on average, 

50% of permit holders will harvest a crane.  

 

During 2020, 114 cranes were harvested in the seven Wyoming hunt areas (Table 12).  Permit 

success ranged from 12% in Area 4 to 45% in Areas 1 and 3. Hunter success averaged 53% 

across all hunt areas.  Harvest rates fluctuate from year to year in all 7 hunt areas.  Changes in 

harvest rates appear to be influenced by permit numbers and crane availability in any given year.  

Shifts in crane distribution are likely responsible for some fluctuations in harvest and hunter 

success.  Land use changes including conversions from agriculture to subdivisions, changes in 

grain crop type and distribution, and reduced hunter access also appear to impact hunter success 

in some hunt areas, particularly in the Bear River and Star Valley hunt areas.  RMP crane 

hunting seasons are summarized in Table 17. 

Mid -Continent Population of Sandhill Cranes 

 

Population Surveys 

 

The Mid-Continent Population (MCP) of sandhill cranes is comprised predominantly of lesser 

sandhill cranes (Grus canadensis canadensis), and includes components of the greater subspecies 

(G. c. tabida).  Since 1982, the MCP remained comparatively stable for many years, but has 

increased in recent years.  The photo-corrected, 3-year average for 2021 was 964,195 cranes, 

which is above the established population-objective range of 350,000- 475,000 cranes.  
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Cranes affiliated with the Mid-Continent Population do not nest in Wyoming.  Most of the 

migration bypasses Wyoming to the east.  Significant spring and fall staging has been 

documented in Wyoming in recent years.  The past few years, 7,000-15,000 cranes have stopped 

to rest during daylight hours at Keyhole Reservoir around the 10th to 30th of October.   In March 

of 2021, 4,512 cranes were counted on and around Table Mountain WHMA (Table 13).  

 

2020 Harvest 

 

Recent harvest statistics for mid-continent sandhill cranes are summarized in Table 14.  During 

the 2020 season, 182 MCP sandhill cranes were harvested in Wyoming.  As mentioned above, 

most MCP cranes pass east of Wyoming.  Those that migrate through Wyoming do so over the 

course of a few days and do not stage in predictable concentrations.  The timing of migration 

also varies from year to year.  Consequently, most hunting is opportunistic, though permit 

application and harvest numbers have been increasing in recent years.  

Recommendations 

 

1. Continue the RMP harvest survey to estimate harvest and hunter activity. 

2. Continue the coordinated spring survey of mid-continent sandhill cranes staging at Table 

Mountain WHMA. 

3. Continue to monitor changes in RMP crane distribution. 

4. Continue to monitor the success rate of RMP crane hunters to assure Wyomingôs harvest 
allocation is not exceeded. 

5. Continue to survey cranes on fall pre-migration staging areas. 
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Other Webless Migratory Game Birds 

Mourning Doves 

 

2020-21 Harvest 

 

Dove harvest appeared to decrease in 2020.  We continue to rely on harvest estimates derived 

from the Department-run harvest survey, as HIP-derived estimates continue to have excessively 

wide confidence intervals.  Recent dove hunting seasons are listed in Table 17.  

 

Banding 

 

In 2008, the National Mourning Dove Task Force recommended that all states not currently 

banding mourning doves begin a banding program.  Regional banding data from within each 

management unit provides specific population information to support implementation of both the 

Mourning Dove National Strategic Harvest Management Plan and relevant interim harvest 

strategies.  In 2004, the USFWS Service Regulations Committee (SRC) required that a mourning 

dove harvest management strategy be developed for each management unit.  Combined banding 

goals for the Wyoming portions of 4 Bird Conservation Regions (BCRs) are 191 after hatch year 

(AHY) and 202 hatch year (HY) (393 total) mourning doves each year beginning in 2009. 

 

In 2021, mourning doves were trapped and banded at 11 locations across the state.  Personnel 

banded 566 mourning doves (Table 16).   

Wilsonôs Snipe 

 

2020 Harvest 

 

Snipe hunting and harvest in Wyoming have varied slightly over the past decade.  The HIP 

harvest estimate for Wyoming in 2020 was 300 (Raftovich et al., 2021).  Confidence intervals 

about HIP-derived estimates continue to be excessively wide.  Recent rail hunting seasons are 

listed in Table 17. 

 

Sora and Virginia Rail 

 

2020 Harvest 

 

Rail harvest and hunting in Wyoming remained low during the past 11 years. The HIP harvest 

estimate for Wyoming in 2020 was 0 (Raftovich et al., 2021).   Confidence intervals around HIP-

derived estimates continue to be excessively wide.  Recent rail hunting seasons are listed in 

Table 17. 
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American Coot 

 

2020-21 Harvest 

 

For the most part, American coots are not actively hunted in Wyoming.  Harvest has been 

nominal over the past 11 years. The 2020 HIP harvest estimate was 100 (Raftovich et al., 2021). 

Confidence intervals around HIP-derived estimates also continue to be excessively wide.  Recent 

American coot hunting seasons are listed in Table 18. 

 

Recommendations 

 

1. Maintain hunting opportunity for all species of webless migratory game birds. 

2. Continue to participate in dove banding statewide, focus on meeting banding goals while 

not banding excessively at any specific location. 

3. Continue to support wetlands projects that provide habitat for rails and common snipe. 
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